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Abstract 
In 1997 the University of Queensland Library carried out an internal review of shelving operations 
and benchmarked with other libraries. The results indicated there were a number of problems, both 
in efficiency and in health and safety. In the year following, an external consultant was employed to 
assist with developing a solution. After some industrial challenges, the majority of full time shelvers 
were replaced with part-time staff. Since then the process has continued to improve - the shelving 
rate has increased substantially and the number of shelving staff with muscular-skeletal injuries is 
greatly reduced. One of the advantages that was unplanned in the initial stages, has been an 
incredible change in culture amongst the shelving staff. We have gone from having staff with very 
little pride and next to no interest in their work to a group of staff who are proud of their 
achievements and are always looking to improve their efficiency. 
 
Introduction 
 
While shelving may be viewed by some as routine, boring and menial work and therefore 
unimportant, library staff and users all over the world understand the importance of timely and 
accurate shelving. It is critical to the success of a library’s service delivery strategies. For many 
years the Library at the University of Queensland had experienced backlogs in most of its branches. 
In 1995 and 1996, the situation in Central Library became so congested that thousands and 
thousands of books lay on the floor in no particular order. The term “frozen books” became well 
known to both staff and students. Staff from other parts of the Library with little or no shelving 
skill valiantly assisted to relieve the situation.  Students couldn’t find what they wanted and they 
became frustrated and upset. There had also been a long-standing history of inter-personal conflict 
and dissatisfaction amongst the shelving staff. The group was highly factionalised and work 
productivity was dissipated by conflicts and complaints against each other. A solution was urgently 
required.  
 
This paper describes the steps taken over a number of years which have resulted in improvements 
in the Library’s shelving operations, the health of shelving staff and the pride now taken in their 
work. There was no one quick fix. The Library tackled the problem over a number of years. The 
approaches included  a benchmarking exercise, a review by an external consultant, staffing 
changes, organisational and work practice changes. There were a  number of industrial issues and a 
great deal of unhappiness along the way, as unfortunately most people don’t think, “change is as 
good as a holiday”!  The resistant culture of the group turned out to be the biggest hurdle. The 
Library Management tried all sorts of approaches – nothing worked or rather nothing worked until 
the people changed!   
 
 
 
Background 
 
The University of Queensland is a leader among Australian universities, recognised 
internationally as a premier research institution. It is the largest and oldest university in the 
state of Queensland enrolling approximately 33,000 students, with 5,000 staff divided almost 
equally between research and teaching staff, and general staff.  
 
The University of Queensland Library uses the term Cybrary to describe its integration of 
cyberspace and physical space. It is one of the largest academic libraries in Australia and the 
largest in Queensland with over two million volumes, 18,0000 journals (over 9,000 online), 
20,000 videos, over 400 networked databases, and almost 130,000 e-books. Twenty service 
points deliver services up to 84 hours per week across 13 branch libraries located on the St 
Lucia, Gatton and Ipswich campuses and in the major teaching hospitals, which are jointly 
funded by the University and Queensland Health.  Service delivery through branch libraries is 
supported by centralised processing and administrative services for the whole system. 
Personnel are recruited centrally and library materials are ordered and processed centrally. 
Economies of scale are achieved through the centralised design of information skills and 
publications programs and management of such services as photocopying. 
 
With the arrival of a new University Librarian in 1993 there was a review of the structure and 
services of the Library. The Library Attendants were deployed in two ways at that time. In the 
smaller branch libraries the Library Attendants were members of the branch staff and worked in 
that branch library for much of their time. In the Central and Undergraduate Libraries there was a 
large team of Library Attendants which formed a discrete section of staff supervised by a Head 
Library Attendant. These staff worked across both of these large libraries. They were not integrated 
into the staff of those libraries in the same sense as the shelving staff of the Biological Sciences, 
Law and Physical Sciences and Engineering Libraries. The Attendants saw themselves as a 
separate group of staff with little or no connection to what other staff were doing. Whilst 
individually the Attendants had a sense of the contribution they made to the library service they 
were not integrated into the overall library service. 
 
This group of staff comprised 24 full-time permanent Library Attendants, 3 Senior Library 
Attendants and a Head Library Attendant. The group was supplemented by several temporary staff 
employed to work during peak times. Their work was organized around highly structured rosters 
which allowed little independence or autonomy in the way the work was performed. The staff were 
primarily over 40 years of age and the majority had worked as Attendants for many years. The 
level of conflict between the staff in this group had grown to the extent that Library management 
had to intervene. Occupational health and safety issues were also of concern with a number of staff 
sustaining muscular-skeletal injuries over time.  
 
During 1994 several staff development sessions were held with this group of staff. The objective of 
the sessions was to assist staff with interpersonal and assertiveness skills and to work on their team 
values. Unfortunately the situation deteriorated to the extent that mediators were called in to work 
with the group. The mediation sessions were not successful and ultimately, after working with the 
Library Attendants to review a number of options, it was decided in 1995 to restructure the group 
into two work teams – one for each of the Central and Undergraduate Libraries - and to change the 
Attendants rosters to the same working scheme as all other Library staff. The position of Head 
Library Attendant was abolished. Additionally a Code of Conduct for Library Attendants was 
devised in consultation with the staff. Supervisory skills training was to be made a priority for the 
Senior Library Attendants and the branch managers were given the brief of monitoring the work 
teams, integrating the Attendants into the branch staff and monitoring performance. This proved to 
be a difficult task with the long standing culture of the group remaining despite the efforts of 
Library management. 
 
As stated by Bluedorn and Lundgren, quoted in Parker and Bradley (2000:125) “research on 
organisational culture indicates that culture is central to the change process and to the attainment of 
strategic objectives.” 
Since 1994 the University of Queensland Library had been working towards a strategic realignment 
of its structure and operations. A new mission statement and vision for the Library had been 
developed with an emphasis on innovation and customer service. The Library was striving to create 
a “climate of excellence” and a new Library culture.  
 
In striving to create a “climate of excellence” Library management was mindful that this included 
having a “real commitment to achieving first-rate performance through modifying procedures and 
implementing improved methods of work or work practices”(Anderson, Hardy and West in Mabey 
and Iles (1994:199) 
 
In 1996 there were 35 shelving staff distributed among the 13 branch libraries with the 
majority being in the Undergraduate and Central Library branches. The majority had been 
working at UQ for many years and of these a number were in their second or twilight career 
wishing an easier lifestyle until they retired. They were employed full time but it is unlikely 
that they were all fully occupied. There were no measures of individual output. Statistics were 
kept of each branch as a whole but comparisons were not made between branches.  
 
Each year as part of the Library planning process, areas requiring improvement are identified. 
Working groups / working parties or task forces are formed to investigate and implement changes 
that will improve the Library’s operations. It is not surprising that in 1996 shelving was identified 
as a problem and a Process Analysis Taskforce was established in 1997 to address the shelving 
problems. The Taskforce decided to benchmark the shelving operation.   
 
The Benchmarking Phase 
 
As benchmarking was new to the UQ Library at this time, special training sessions were held 
for staff involved. Once trained the Taskforce began their work. Library Management had 
asked the Taskforce to: 
 identify best practice shelving methods 
 refine workflows 
 develop performance measures for individual shelvers 
 develop performance measures across the Library 
 examine staffing arrangements 
 examine workplace health and safety requirements 
 
Information was gathered on all UQ library branches. The Taskforce visited four branches, ran 
a survey in all branches to find out the real shelving workload and sent a questionnaire to all 
branches which sought information on the number and level of shelving staff, their reporting 
structure and the range of duties performed. The group then sought information from external 
organisations. The same survey was sent to a mixture of university and public libraries in the 
Brisbane metropolitan area and followed up by a visit in person.  The results of a survey 
conducted by the University of Tasmania provided useful supplementary information.  
 
The survey of UQ branches, which was conducted over a 4 week period, provided previously 
unrecorded statistics on internal shelving. All staff knew there were many items shelved, but 
were surprised to find that internal shelving accounted for 63.5% of shelving across all 
branches. In the Law Library and the Herston Medical Library it accounted for 86% of the 
shelving. Prior to this revelation levels of staffing required had been calculated on external 
returns only.  
 
From the external information gathered the group found it difficult to determine “best practice” 
shelving methods or at least they realised that UQ processes were as good if not better than 
many. Fine sorting was seen as unnecessary in the public libraries as the bulk of their 
collection is fiction with simple numbers and relatively small numbers of books. One business 
library believed that time could be saved by not fine sorting because their collection is 
relatively small and specialised with a small run of numbers. Griffith University reported that 
its backlog problems had been largely solved since fine sorting of returns in the lending area 
was introduced.  Some libraries reported handling the one item 7 times from the return shute to 
shelf. At UQ shelving staff have aimed to reduce doubling handling and continue to do so. 
Although fine sorting adds another step, it definitely saves time in a large library. Students 
have also been encouraged to put books on sorting trolleys rather than leaving them scattered 
all over the study spaces. This has reduced the amount of material attendants collect.  
 
Staff shelving rates were analysed and the average found to be between 100 and 120 books per 
hour. The staff in the Biological Sciences Library recorded shelving rates of 85 items per hour.  
Other universities reported rates of 80 items per hour. These differences were thought to be 
related to the size and layout of a library, not to the performance of the staff member. This 
became a contentious issue among staff in the branches which performed less well and many 
reasons or excuses were forthcoming. The survey also revealed that on a day to day basis, the 
shelving rate increased on evenings and weekends when there were fewer customers in the 
Library. As a result the group recommended increasing staffing levels on evenings and 
weekends.  
 
The survey indicated that turnaround time at UQ was 44% shelved in 24 hours, 62% shelved in 
48 hours, 90% in under 72 hours and 100% in 96 hours. Other libraries recorded much better 
times, three with 100% in 24 hours. Obviously this was an area requiring improvement and a 
target performance measure of 24 hours turnaround was recommended. 
 
The other area of concern was the physical well being of the staff. Visits to the UQ branch 
libraries and comments on the questionnaire showed that sorting areas were often cramped and 
congested with little area to manoeuvre trolleys. The group recommended that where possible 
the space should be enlarged and where not possible, workflows needed to be carefully 
considered and monitored and that all shelving staff attend manual handling workshops. The 
length of time spent shelving was seen to be a key factor in the onset of muscular-skeletal 
injuries. The survey established that most non-UQ libraries employed part time shelvers and 
one which employed two full time staff, ensured that their work was varied to avoid injury. 
The vast majority of the staff at UQ were full time employees and in some branches spent their 
whole day shelving. The group recommended that full time staff divide their time between, 
sorting, shelving, tidying and pick-ups and that casuals be employed for no more than 4 hours 
per day. However it should be noted that whilst this was and is a desirable practice, the highest 
level of injury amongst UQ shelvers was amongst the group of shelving staff with the greatest 
variety of tasks but with highest level of workplace conflict.  
 
In late 1997, as a result of a 10 million dollar refurbishment project, staff in the Central Library 
and the Undergraduate Library were amalgamated to form the staff of the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Library Service. The collections were also amalgamated into one building. This 
presented an ideal opportunity for Library Management to continue to improve the shelving 
operations and change the culture of the shelving staff.  However this amalgamation period 
was not without its challenges and a number of difficulties were highlighted. There were 
varying opinions about the best way to shelve. The interfiling of the material from the 
Undergraduate Library into the Central Library collection was done very quickly, in the dark 
and dust while building work was taking place around the staff. It is little wonder that there 
was a great deal of mis-shelving. Hopes that the new arrangement would prevent the annual 
backlogs at peak periods were dashed at the first assignment period. Long term staff said it was 
the worst backlog they had ever seen.   
 
More than half of the Taskforce’s recommendations had been implemented and many 
improvements made when the backlog occurred in April 1998. Library management believed that 
the excellent work of the Taskforce had not been embraced by the “old guard” of Library 
Attendants who continued to resist improvements, even though they had had representation on the 
Taskforce. The problem was not just one of process but one about people. To quote from 
Thornbury (2000:13), borrowing from Schein’s framework of culture, there were  
 
“ingrained behavioural patterns, sometimes referred to as ‘behavioural norms’. Every new joiner in 
an organisation quickly learns about ‘the way we do things around here’ – those (often unwritten) 
codes of practice which dictate daily behaviour at work.”  
 
The influence of the prevailing behavioural norms of the existing staff group were extremely 
difficult to change. The Library management decided to employ an external consultant, Alan 
Anderson from Anderson Watson Watts Consulting Group who specialised in process 
reengineering to review the shelving operations.  
 
The External Review  
 
The consultant was briefed by the University Librarian and senior management members and he 
reviewed the Taskforce’s report. From that process he identified five key issues.  They were 
staffing-related issues, management issues, space issues, shelving process issues and education of 
users. He then met with branch library managers and the shelving staff of the Social Sciences and 
Humanities, Physical Sciences and Engineering, Biological Sciences and Herston Medical 
Libraries on several occasions. 
 
As Thornbury (2000:14) points out it is crucial to note when implementing a change process that 
 
“people from outside the organization may be able to give helpful advice on the process, but  
as outsiders, their contribution to content, should be limited. At the end of the day, the people inside 
the organization are the ones whose job it is to define the desired culture and make change 
happen.” 
 
Review Results   
 
As an external person the consultant seemed to gain the trust of the staff. In his initial meetings he 
reported that staff were reticent to speak freely. After a few meetings the staff were very willing to 
help and make suggestions on improvements.  At the conclusion of the information gathering phase 
the consultant was able to identify the main problems. He stated that the keys to solving the 
Library’s shelving problems in both the short and longer-term were in improved management of 
shelving resources (human, physical and financial) rather than any dramatic process redesign.  
 
In relation to the staffing the consultant developed a formula which removed the guess work from 
estimating staff required. Divide the volume of materials to be shelved by shelving rate (100 per 
hour). Compare the number of hours with the number of staff hours available – making allowances 
for tea breaks, sick leave, and recreation leave.  
 
Using this formula it was established that some branches were overstaffed while others were 
understaffed and the staffing in all branches lacked the flexibility to cope with the peaks and 
troughs. There were also problems with the training and management of casuals.  Some branches 
were experiencing a large amount of absenteeism and they also had a number of staff with work 
related injuries. There was evidence of double handling and problems associated with the fact that 
there were two different sections involved in getting the item from shute to shelf – the Library 
Assistants checked in the book and the Attendants then took it away for shelving. From the 
information gathered it was apparent that the biggest problems existed in the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Library where there remained a culture of dissatisfaction amongst the shelving staff.  
 
The consultant presented his report to the University Librarian in September 1998. The key 
recommendations included:- 
 establishing a central coordination and training for the shelving operations in all branches for 
which the Manager, Corporate Services was responsible 
 adopt the formula approach in assessing staffing levels 
 investigate using casuals at night and weekends in addition to more part time staff 
 developing a culture of commitment to performance outcomes  
 adopt the process redesign principle that one person or group perform a whole process 
wherever possible 
 
Implementation 
 
The report was carefully considered by the Library Management Group and a decision was made 
to move into implementation phase. Library Management knew that there would be a great deal of 
resistance to any change and consulted with the University’s Employee Relations staff. As the 
changes were not considered to be “major” (and thus engaging the change management provisions 
of the Enterprise Agreement) the Library was advised to discuss the proposed changes with the 
staff. In November the staff were given a copy of the report and were informed that a Shelving 
Coordinator would be appointed to manage the recruitment and training of all shelving staff and to 
directly manage the staff in the Social Sciences and Humanities Library. They were advised that 
there may be changes to the rosters and that they would be working in new teams. They were also 
advised that if they did not want to be part of the new operations, the Library would offer 
Voluntary Separation Packages. 
 
Within days there were letters from the Unions demanding explanations and complaining that 
there had not been sufficient communication. Correspondence went back and forth until both 
parties ended up in the Commission in February 1999. In the meantime Voluntary Separation 
Packages had been taken up by four staff, a temporary Shelving Coordinator was appointed and 
advertisements had been placed for part-time attendants. It was a difficult time – the new shelving 
coordinator experienced the wrath of the most intransigent of the Attendants. The Shelving Co-
ordinator being external and temporary (and tough) helped a great deal in the change process.  For 
many years the Library had put up with and tried to change the attitudes of a number of “bolshie” 
Attendants. Finally, with the loss of four long term employees who were replaced by 8 half time 
staff the desired changes to the existing culture began to happen. The profile of the new staff 
employed was quite different to the existing staff. The new staff were a mixture of PhD students 
finishing off their study wanting a half time job and house persons who just wanted a part-time job 
to fit in with family commitments.  
 
As a result of the introduction of Higher Education Contract of Employment Award (1998) the 
Library was no longer able to employ fixed term staff to increase the resources for peak periods. 
Five fixed term attendants were notified that their contracts would not be renewed and that they 
could apply for the part-time positions in the new year. Only one of these people was successful in 
winning a part-time job. The other four were very unhappy and lodged a dispute with the 
Commission. Once again the Commissioner found in favour of the Library.  
 
In April 1999 the effectiveness of the new arrangements became evident. For the first time in 
living memory, there were no backlogs. All branches reported that they had managed the first peak 
period of the year successfully. By using the consultant’s formula casual staff were employed to 
augment the part-time staff.  The pride that emanated from the shelving staff permeated the whole 
Library.  Not only were the staff pleased with their achievement, they had also just been issued 
with a smart new uniform which they had been involved in choosing. The morale amongst the 
shelving staff had reached new heights - they were literally beaming. 
 
There has been a greater turn over amongst the shelving staff since the implementation of  the new 
structure due to the different profile of the staff. Most of the shelvers do not see the job as a long 
term prospect. This has been a good thing from an OH&S aspect and ensures continued 
enthusiasm for the job. At the end of 2000, the Library suffered a 3% cut in budget for 2001 and 
was forced to offer another round of Voluntary Separation Packages. This time we lost 20 staff 
from all areas, including some of the long term shelving staff. As a result of this and some 
retirements, the Social Sciences and Humanities Library now employs solely part-time staff – only 
the Senior Attendants are full-time. Out of the 35 full time attendants who were employed in 1997, 
there are only 5 full time attendants left in the smaller branch libraries. There are now 19 part-time 
attendants and four Senior Attendants and these staff are supplemented by casual staff in peak 
periods. With the increase of electronic resources, shelving has decreased by 9% in this period.  
Even with this decrease, it is obvious there has been an enormous increase in productivity across 
all shelving operations. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Shelving at the University of Queensland Library has been through a decade long process of 
transformation. Improvements in the shelving operation occurred at each step - the culture of the 
staff was much more difficult to change.  
 
The shelving rate has gone from 85 per hour in the Undergraduate Library in 1997 to 103 per hour 
in 2002. There has not been a backlog since the implementation of the consultant’s report. The 
position of Shelving Coordinator continues to add value; maintaining statistics, monitoring output 
and most importantly managing people.  A trial of the process redesign recommendation has 
commenced with a group of shelving staff doing all check-in and shelving of materials in a branch 
library. 
 
The counselling, the mediation, the training, the team building proved to be of little use until there 
were new participants. As stated earlier in this paper, new staff often take on existing habits that 
form the behavioural norms of the prevailing culture. The introduction of part-time staff who came 
from a diverse range of backgrounds, ranging from students to actors and musicians to carers 
returning to the workforce and the introduction of better management practices has created a more 
positive and productive workplace culture replacing the old behavioural norms. The new staff have 
been able to build a new workplace culture.  
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